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ABSTRACT

A STUDY OF CITIZEN PARTICIPATION IN THE
EDUCATIONAL DECISION-MAKING PROCESS AS PERCEIVED
BY PARENTS FROM A LOWER SOCIO-ECONOMIC NEIGHBORHOOD

By

George Dewey Harris Jr.

The primary purpose of this study was to examine
the degree of communication that exists between the
residents of a lower socio-economic community and the
neighborhood elementary school which their children attend.
A structured interview was conducted with a representative
sample of the population in order to determine the extent
and quality of communication between the lay citizens of
the community and the school, and the efficacy of the
various systems through which lay citizens presently
influence educational policy. Another purpose of the
interview was to identify areas of lay citizen interest
and, subsequently, to develop a structure designed to
broaden the existing channels of communication between the
professional educators and lay citizens of the community

being examined.
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Methodology. The source of data reported in this

study consists of a measurement of the degree of participa-
tory and communicatory interaction that existed between a
neighborhood school, which is located in a lower socio-

economic community, and the parents of children attending

that school. Information relating to this relationship was

gathered by interviewing a randomly selected sample of
parents of children attending Katherine A. Brennan

Elementary School in New Haven, Connecticut. During the

course of the interview, each respondent was asked to
answer guestions which were designed to measure his
attitude towards the school, the extent of his participa-
tion in school activities, the degree of factual knowledge
the respondent possessed concerning the operation of the

school, and the efficacy of the media through which he

learned about the school's programs. The interviews and

questionnaires were administered to the participants by

two experienced interviewers during the period November 6,
1969 and January 18, 1970.

Major Findings.

This investigation reveals an

increasing need for better school-community communication
techniques and suggests some implications of change for
the traditional public school system. One of the most
direct implications inherent in the changing educational

scene is that of the relationship between professional



George Dewey Harris Jr.

educators at the school unit level and the lay citizens
of that community.

The data indicated that, generally there is very
little agreement between professional educators and lay
citizens about the assumption of complete responsibility
by either group for selected educational tasks. Profes-
sional educators and lay citizens alike indicated that
they favored a sharing of responsibility for most educa-
tional tasks. Teachers and parents both agreed that the
technical aspects of teaching should be left to the
discretion of the professional educators. Lay citizens
indicated conclusively that they were more concerned about
the establishment and shaping of educational policy than
with the specifics of classroom activity. They also
indicated a desire to be involved in varying degrees in
all dimensions of the educational process.

The study revealed a significant positive relation-
ship existing between the degree of participation exhibited
by the respondents in the sample population and their
socio-economic status. That is to say, those individuals
who were most likely to participate in the school's
programs were usually from a higher socio-economic strata,
exhibited a general interest in education, had had more
positive contacts with the school, and generally communi-

cated through a wider range of media. Also, those
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individuals expressed a greater desire to participate in
formulating educational policy and were more likely to be
the ones in the community who strongly disapproved of the
educational decision-making process employed by the public
school system.

The data gathered from this study also revealed
the existance of a significant positive correlation
between the extent of respondent contact with the school
and the degree of information he possessed concerning the
school's programs. Correspondingly, the more information
the individual possessed concerning the school program,
the more interest he manifested toward the educational
program. These findings generally suggested that a better
informed community is usually more interested in its
schools and is more likely to become involved in its
educational programs. A variety of media was employed by
professional educators in their attempt to communicate
with the lay citizens of the community. The data gathered
in carrying out the research for this study strongly
suggest that face-to-face or direct verbal contacts were

the most effective means of communication.
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CHAPTER I

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Introduction

The current social phenomenon, the desire for
personal autonomy, is one of the greatest forces of con-
temporary times--ranking with poverty, war, and the atomic
age. It springs from man's basic desire to be fully human,
dignified, and served by his institutions rather thén
enslaved by them. Its basic characteristics are revealed
when larger, more complex institutions and bureaucracies
become necessary to sustain an even larger and more complex
society.

Many educators, social scientists, and contemporary
philosophers are giving attention to this issue. Earl

Kelly in his In Defense of Youth reveals the attempt of

youth to retain its sense of individuality. Paul Goodman

in Growing Up Absurd reveals the tragedy of society's

Placing the organized system above "human nature."

Michael Harrington in The Other America speaks of large

Segments of our society having no control over their

destiny. These writings reflect the concerns of some of






the thinkers in the educational profession. Concern for
these issues should be just as important for the doers in

the educational profession as for the thinkers.

Significance of the Problem

Teachers of the poor rarely live in the
community where they work and sometimes have
little sympathy for the life styles of their
students. Moreover, the growth and complexity
of the administration of large urban school
systems has compromised the accountability of
the local schools to the communities which they
serve and reduces the ability of parents to
influence decisions affecting the education of
their children, communication has broken down,
and parents are distrustful of officials
responsible for formulating educational policy.l

In an atmosphere of hostility between the
community and the schools, education cannot
flourish. A basic problem stems from the isola-
tion of the schools from other social forces
influencing youth. Changes in society--mass
media, family structure, religion, have radically
altered the role of the school. New links must
be built between the schools and the communities
they serve. The schools must relate to the
broader system which influences and educates
ghetto youth. Expansion of opportunities for
community and parental participation in the
school system is essential to the successful
functioning of inner-city schools.?2

Mario Fantini and Marilyn Gittell in describing
the rationale for the New York decentralization experiment

States:

—

lReport of the National Advisory Committee on
Civil Disorders, U.S. Riot Commission Report, Otto
Kerner, chairman (New York: New York Times Co., 1968),
Pp. 436-437.

21bid., p. 440.



Desegregation and compensatory education were
not working and new options in educational reform
were necessary. Direct community participation
was to be an essential ingredient. . . . This
implied that participation was essential for
learning and growth of children in the schools
and to the adults in the community.l

If the above quotations are valid observations and
recommendations in light of the present state of our public
schools, then perhaps they can serve as a bench mark or
anchor point from which educators can begin to reorganize
the educational system making it more relevant to all
members of society.

Much of the current research and educational
literature suggests that urban education can be enhanced
by more active participation of parents in the decision-
making processes of our educational systems. Just how
they may be actively involved is the purpose of this study.

There are three specific problems to be explored
in this study. (l) To what extent do parents from lower
socio-economic levels communicate with professional
educators and the school? (2) To what extent do parents
from lower socio-economic levels participate in the

decision-making process of policies that affect their

children? (3) What techniques can be employed by

lMario Fantini and Marilyn Gittell, "The Ocean
Hill-Brownsville Experiment," Phi Delta Kappan, L, No. 8
(1969) , p. 442,




professional educators and the school to broaden the areas

of communication?

Backg;ound and Research

Studies have been conducted which attempt to
substantiate many of the assumptions to be drawn for this
study. Whitney M. Young Jr. stated in a nationally
syndicated newspaper editorial:

Among the many trials and tribulations
Americans have to bear are the armies of re-
searchers who periodically invade the ghetto
to study how black people live.

Many of these studies are useful. They
help to define problem areas and gather the
kinds of statistics and personal stories that
become ammunition for urging basic changes--
but there are many other research programs
which are concerned primarily with emphasizing
the pathology of the ghetto or supposed inherent
inferiority of black people.l

The Report of the National Advisory Committee on
Civil Disorders, released in 1966, gives a view of
socially directed violence--what underlies it, what sets
it off, how it runs its course and what follows it. The
study posits that the people who are isolated and power-
less to influence the course of their destiny have a
desire to destroy the system.

Berelson and Stiener in their study of human

behavior state:

lWhitney M. Young Jr., "Ghetto Studies Called
Useless in Many Cases," Flint Journal, June 15, 1969.




Frustration is not an easy condition for human
beings to tolerate. When people are frustrated,
their behavior often reverts to earlier and less
adaptive modes and even shows general deteriora-
tion.l

Other research has shown that inner-city parents

want to become involved in the educative process and
generally desire good education for their children. These
parents in general want better things for their children
than they had themselves.2

The Adams-Morgan Community School Project in

Washington, D.C., gives evidence that when parents have a
voice in establishing policy in their schools, children
achieve more. It is one of the fewlschools in Washington
where pupils' scores on standardized tests rose markedly
after the first year of its program. Habitual truants
were reported to be back at theif desks and vandalism was
reported to be at a new low. It is clear that the school
is now an integral part of the community.3

Theodore Sizer interprets another well known

study--New York City's Decentralization plan--as follows:

lBernard Berelson and Gary A. Stiener, Human
Behavior (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1964),
p. 168.

2Frank Riessman, The Culturally Deprived Child
(New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1962), pp. 11-15.

3Letter to Editor, Adams Morgan School, Harvard
Educational Review, XXXIX (Winter, 1969), p. 161l.




The group with which the key power should rest,
the panel concludes, is parents. "Parents can be
trusted to care more than anyone for the quallty
of the education their children get. . . .

To provide them with power--a considerable
portion of the control of education--the panel
recommends "a liberating decentralization, a
means of reconnecting the parties at interest so
that they can work in concern. . . ."1

Many of these studies conclude that when a parent

sees that his school respects him as a person and allows
him to make his voice heard, sees that his school's
teachers and administrators believe in his children's
potential to seek and develop their skills, sees his
school as a viable, vital and integral part of his
neighborhood, is made to feel that he can exhibit some
degree of control over his environment, he will then
develop a sense of importance and eventually exercise a
greater degree of participation in the activities of his
school.

However, there are two sides to this problem. The

degree of lay citizen participation in educational policy
matters is a moot question for professional educators and

parents from the lower socio-economic level. Teachers are

quite definite about the areas of school operation which

lTheodore R. Sizer, "Reconnection for Learning: A
Community School System for New York," Harvard Educational
Review, XXXVIII (Winter, 1968), pp. 177, 178.







are suitable for parent participation and those which
should be entirely the school's responsibility.

Oon the other hand, parents, especially many of
those in the larger urban communities, feel that they
should have autonomous authority in controlling the
schools. As emphatically stated by a parent group in
Detroit:

We, citizens of the black community of Detroit,
fully conscious of the fact that our children are
not receiving a decent education, viewing the
increasing deterioration in the educational situa-
tion in this city, and after innumerable presenta-
tions of our grievances to the Board of Education
to no avail, have finally come to the conclusion
that Community Control of the Schools is the only
way to establish real accountability of the school
system of the Black Community.

We further wish to make it clear that we know
"Decentralization" is not the same as "Community
Control of Schools." Community Control of Schools
means the right of local governing boards, elected
by the community, to control the budget, hire and
dismiss teachers and administrators, and determine
curriculum,

It is these rights which we are determined to
secure for the sake of ourselves and our posterity.l

The following question comes from a recent Teacher
Opinion Poll which asked a nationwide sample of public

school classroom teachers this question:2

1Chances for Change for Black Children (Brochure.
Detroit: "Citizens for Community Control of Schools, 1969),
p. 2.

2N.E.A. Research Division, "Teacher Opinion Poll,"
The Journal of the National Education Association
(December, 1968), p. 7.




Do you believe that a representative group of
parents from the school neighborhood should have
full responsibility, responsibility shared with
the school administration, or no official
responsibility for the operation of the particular
school their children attend?

A list of different aspects of school operation
followed so that respondents might indicate their opinions
about the degree of parental involvement in the planning
and supervision of extra curricular activities; but in
such matters as school staffing or decisions about methods
and materials or teaching, most teachers said parents
should not be involved.

In general, the survey found that teachers believe
that schools should be responsive to community views about
the educational program.

The survey also revealed that the opinions of
urban teachers differed only slightly from those of their
suburban and rural counterparts as to which areas of
school operations are suitable for parent participation.l

Literature relative to the specific objectives of
this study is sparse. It is hoped that this study will
provide baseline descriptive data for the organizational

patterns of inner-city schools which can lead to maximum

constructive participation of inner-city parents.

l1bida., p. 7.



Research Hypothesis

Hypothesis 1:

A positive correlation exists between social
status and the degree of respondent participation in
neighborhood school programs.

Hypothesis 2:

A positive correlation exists between the degree
of respondent participation in public school programs and
the degree of interest and satisfaction developed toward
neighborhood school programs.

Hypothesis 3:

A positive correlation exists between the degree
of respondent participation and the amount of factual
knowledge he possesses concerning the public school
programs.

Hypothesis 4:

A positive correlation exists between the degree
of respondent participation in public school programs and
his attitudes toward the decision-making process employed
by the school officials.

Hypothesis 5:

A positive correlation exists between the degree
of respondent participation in the public school programs

and the amount of communication he receives.
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Hypothesis 6:

A positive correlation exists between the degree
of information possessed by the respondent and the extent
of personal interest he manifests toward the educational

system.

Operational Definitions

For purposes of clarification the following terms
to be used in this study will be defined in the following
manner as they relate to the discussion, implementation
and interpretation of the study.

Decentralization: The process of reducing large

school systems into smaller units for more efficient
control by the administration of the school system.

Local Control: That authority given the sovereign

states and municipalities by the United States Constitu-
tion to provide public education for their constituents.

Community Control: The assumption of legal

responsibility by the lay citizens of the community for
the operation of the educational programs in their
neighborhood schools.

Professional Educator: A person who has formally

acquired special technical skills or knowledge about the
educational process; benefits derived from the utilization

of these skills are the source of his livelihood.
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School-Community: This term identifies the

geographical area which is limited by the residences of
school enrollees with the designated school district
boundaries.

Communication: A transmitting, a giving or giving

and receiving of information, signals, or messages by

talk, gestures, writing, etc.l

Lay Citizens: A person not possessing the techni-

cal knowledge or skills of the professional educator and
who is not serving as a member of the public school staff
or as a school board member.

Social Status: (a) The standing of a category of

people as defined by objective advantages or disadvantages,
(b) the prevailing subjective "evaluation" of a category
in the community, and (c) the power of a given stratum to

enforce its demands.2

Assumptions

What we do about a persisting social problen,
such as the problem of achieving meaningful citizen

participation in the decision-making processes of the

1Webster'g New World Dictionar (Cleveland and
New York: World Publishing Co., 1966), p. 294.

2'I‘amotsy Shibutani and Kwan M. Kian, Ethnic
Stratification (New York: Macmillan Co., 1965), p. 38.
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school, depends in large part on our assumptions about the

forces that produce it.

Every approach to this problem is based on certain

assumptions, explicit or implicit, about why the problem

the approach is seeking to solve exists in the first

place.

This study will attempt to set forth some ideas

which may be helpful in dealing with the problems emanating

from lack of citizen participation in the decision-making

processes of the public schools.

1.

Parents should be involved in the work of the
schools in such a way that they can understand
the importance of education in contemporary
society, and in so doing, they may provide
support and reinforcement for the educational
objectives of the school.

The solution to many of the problems that con-
front public school education in the inner-city
may be improved by the joint efforts of lay
citizenry from the lower socio-economic strata
and professional educators.

"Increased citizen participation in the decision-
making process of the schools is not only essential

but inevitable.“1

lRichard L. Featherstone, "Urban Schooling," in

Reorganizing the Control Patterns in Urban Schools, ed. by
erbert C. Rudman and Richard L. Featherstone (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1968), pp. 73-74.



13

4, Objective analysis of data collected from this
study may provide the basis of a design for a
school/community interaction system with greater
potential for successful implementation.

5. The greatest demand for increased citizen partici-
pation in the decision-making processes of the
schools presently emanates from the disenfranchised

black citizens of our country.

Population and Sample to be Used

The sample (N = 50) selected for this study will be
from parents of children attending an inner-city elementary
school of which the majority is black and whose families
have low incomes.

Poverty in the affluent society is more than

absolute deprivation. Many of the poor in the
United States would be well-off in other societies.
Relative deprivation--inequality--is a more useful
concept of poverty with respect to the Negro in

America because it encompasses social and political
exclusion as well as economic inequality.l

Procedure

A structured questionnaire will be administered to
parents of an inner-city elementary school. The question-
naire is designed to assess the effectiveness of communica-

tion attempted by the public school officials, the parents'

lReport of the National Advisory Committee on
Civil Disorders, U.S. Riot Commission Report, op. cit.,
p. iggl
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perception of the degree of their participation in running
the schools and their attitudes towards the public
schools. The data will be analyzed to determine:

l. To what extent parents of lower socio-economic
levels share or want to share in establishing and
modifying the educational decision-making process
affecting their children.

2. To attempt to identify factors which promote
and/or prohibit their participation.

3. To suggest ways in which educators can create
meaningful and effective participation of these
parents in the educative process of their

children.

Summary and Overview

The implementation of a method for constructive
involvement of citizens in the educational decision-making
process has been suggested by some educational authorities
as being one of the most crucial problems facing educators
today. The task of developing procedures for sharing
educational responsibility with lay citizenry, especially
those from the lower classes, has thwarted the efforts of
some of our best educational leaders.

A questionnaire will be developed and administered

which will attempt to measure the effectiveness of the
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communication which has been attempted between a selected
school and its constituency. The concluding chapter will
present findings, conclusions and recommendations based
upon the research findings.
The format of the study will be as follows:
CHAPTER 1II. SELECTED REVIEW OF LITERATURE,
A. History of citizen participation in
public education.
B. The current question of citizen partici-
pation and control of public education.
C. Review of selected alternate designs
for citizen participation in the
operation of the public schools.
CHAPTER III. PLANNING AND CONDUCTING THE SURVEY
CHAPTER 1IV. ANALYZING THE DATA COLLECTED AND THE
ALTERNATIVE DESIGNS SUGGESTED BY THE
FINDINGS.
CHAPTER V. PRESENT FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY.



CHAPTER 1II

SELECTED REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The review of the literature is primarily directed
at the following areas:

1. The establishment and control of public educa-
tional systems in America.

2. The current question of citizen participation and
control of public education.

3. Selected review of alternate designs to facilitate
citizen participation in the decision-making

processes of the public schools.

Introduction

The present concern for increased citizen partici-
pation is not directed at the educational institution
alone. It is a question that is currently taxing the
minds of the professional leadership in many social and
civic spheres of contemporary society. Nor is concern for
the "correct mix" of professional and lay interaction new.
The question of "correct mix" for citizen participation in

the educational decision-making process has been catapulted

16
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into a priority position of concern for professional
educators by such issues as New York's experimental
"Ocean Hill-Brownsville" program, the Adams-Morgan
Decentralization Project, and other similar decentraliza-
tion proposals currently being implemented throughout the
country.

Thg;ggtablishmqufand Control of Public
Educational Systems in America

The Colonial Period

The American Revolution was part of a revolution
throughout the western world against conservatism. In
America it meant the realization that American conditions
demanded indigenous institutions. The institutions
imported from Europe were not suited for the American
scene. They came about because the entire social and
cultural life of America was changing.1

Many New England town governments were formulated
before the colonists left England. A good example is the
town of Dorchester, Massachusetts, which was organized
(March 20, 1630) in Plymouth, England, when its people
were on the point of embarkation for America.

The town's civic and ecclesiastical organization

was well established before its members landed in America.

lHarry G. Good, A History of American Education
(2nd ed.; New York: Macmillan Co., 1962), pp. 3-45.
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As in most New England towns, the local town organizations
came to monopolize almost all ordinary governmental powers.
The counties to which the towns belonged exercised judicial
authority, not political--that is, the towns observed
common judicial laws but not governmental structure. In
annual town meetings and in special meetings called from
time to time the free men exercised, without any formal
grant of powers or restrictions, the powers of self taxa-
tion, of expenditure of monies collected by taxation, and
complete local self-government.l

The form of government originally established by

the colonists is extremely significant to the problems
being experienced in education today. Johnson states:

In political work the colonies had been very
successful. They had built up thirteen distinct
political units, representative democracies so
simple and natural in their political structure
that time has hardly changed the essential nature
of the American State governments. In so doing the
Americans were really laying the foundations of the
future national structure, for there is hardly a
successful feature in the present national govern-

ment which was not derived or directly copied from
the original colonial growth.2

S